



















a	 compensatory	 educational	 intervention.	 The	 study	 methodology	 was	 mainly	 qualitative,	
drawing	on	interpretivism,	social	constructivism	and	critical	theory.	Methods	included	document	
analysis,	 focus	 group	 and	 individual	 interviews,	 and	 a	 questionnaire	 survey.	 From	a	 thematic	
analysis	of	the	data,	three	overlapping	themes	emerged	about	Traveller	parents'	involvement	in	
schools:	 how	 school	 culture	 facilitates	 parental	 involvement;	 parents’	 direct	 involvement	 in	
preschools;	 and	 parents'	 home-based	 activities	 supporting	 children's	 education	 and	
development.	 Travellers	 were	 extensively	 involved	 in	 various	 ways	 except	 formal	 decision-













était	 surtout	 qualitative,	 basée	 sur	 l’interprétivisme,	 le	 constructivisme	 social	 et	 la	 théorie	
critique.	 Les	 méthodes	 incluaient	 l’analyse	 de	 documents,	 le	 focus	 group,	 les	 interviews	
individuelles,	 et	 l’enquête.	 À	 partir	 d’une	 analyse	 thématique	 des	 données,	 trois	 thèmes	
superposés	ressortent	de	cette	implication	des	parents	:	combien	la	culture	scolaire	facilite	cette	
implication;	 la	participation	directe	des	parents	dans	 la	préscolaire,	 les	 activités	 au	 foyer	des	
parents	qui	appuient	l’éducation	et	le	développement	de	leurs	enfants.	Les	Travellers	étaient	très	
impliqués	 de	 diverses	 manières,	 excepté	 dans	 la	 prise	 de	 décision	 formelle.	 Les	 Travellers	
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préscolaires	 furent	 vécues	 comme	 des	 enclaves	 protectrices	 où	 les	 parents	 se	 sentaient	
bienvenus,	 acceptés	 et	 engagés	 au	 niveau	 individuel	 et	 familial.	 Cette	 recherche	 souligne	








Resumen:	Este	 artículo	 explora	 la	 participación	 de	 los	 padres	 en	 los	 centros	 preescolares	 de	
nómadas	 en	 Irlanda.	 Los	 nómadas	 son	 un	 grupo	 cultural	 particular	 que	 ha	 experimentado	
desventajas	educativas.	En	un	contexto	de	cambio	de	paradigmas	políticos,	los	preescolares	de	
los	 nómadas	 se	 establecieron	 en	 la	 década	 de	 1970	 como	 una	 intervención	 educativa	
compensatoria.	 La	 metodología	 de	 estudio	 es	 principalmente	 cualitativa,	 basada	 en	 la	






de	 varias	 maneras,	 exceptuando	 la	 toma	 formal	 de	 decisiones.	 Los	 centros	 preescolares	 de	












This	 paper	 presents	 findings	 from	 a	 qualitative	 study	 of	 Traveller	 parents'	 involvement	 in	


































































































the	 decades	 from	 the	 1960s	 to	 the	 present,	 and	 also	 demonstrates	 how	 past	 policies	 and	
practices	continue	to	have	an	impact	on	the	present	(Boyle	et	al.,	2018).		
Specifically,	 the	 policy	 of	 absorption	 and	 assimilation	 evident	 in	 early	 documents	was	
replaced	over	the	years	with	policies	based	more	on	concepts	of	equality	and	partnership.	In	the	
earlier	documents,	Travellers	were	seen	as	a	people	in	deficit	–	a	community	of	dropouts	and	
deviants	 –	 and	 their	 culture	 was	 not	 perceived	 to	 have	 any	 validity	 or	 importance.	 Later	




perspectives	 recurred,	 which	 were	 also	 evident	 in	 Irish	 educational	 policy	
generally,	viz	consensualism,	essentialism	and	meritocracy	(O'Sullivan,	2005).	This	evolution	 in	
attitudes	was	matched	by	parallel	developments	in	State	policies.	Early	assimilationist	policies	









for	 educational	 disadvantage.	 It	 had	 become	 apparent	 in	 the	 wake	 of	 the	 Report	 of	 the	
Commission	 on	 Itinerancy	 (Government	 of	 Ireland,	 1963)	 that	 Travellers	 were	 not	 receiving	
adequate	schooling.	The	Department	of	Education	(1970)	identified	young	Traveller	children	as	
a	category	that	would	benefit	from	preschool	education	by	acquainting	them	with	the	routine	of	
school,	 thus	making	 it	easier	 for	 them	to	 settle	 into	primary	 school.	The	Department	offered	
financial	support	and	various	voluntary	groups	applied	for	it	and	set	up	preschools	around	the	
country.	 	 There	 was	 further	 expansion	 in	 the	 number	 of	 schools	 in	 the	 1980s	 and	 1990s,	
accompanied	by	in-service	training	for	teachers	in	Traveller	preschools.		
An	evaluation	undertaken	by	the	Department	of	Education	and	Science	(2003)	noted	a	
lack	of	clarity	about	who	held	responsibility	 for	 the	preschools,	and	also	 found	existence	of	a	




Specifically,	 in	 relation	 to	 parental	 involvement,	 the	 evaluation	 found	 that	 only	 a	 few	
preschools	 had	 parent	 representatives	 on	 their	management	 committees	 and	 recommended	
that	“membership	of	the	management	committees	should	include	Traveller	parents	elected	by	
parents	of	children	attending	the	preschool”	(Department	of	Education	and	Science,	2003,	p.	78).	











on	 literature	of	 parental	 involvement	 and	democratic	 participation,	 particularly	 in	 relation	 to	
educational	disadvantage.	Parental	involvement	is	not	a	unitary	concept	and	can	be	influenced	
by	 the	 experience	 that	 parents	 have	 of	 the	 education	 system.	 Lareau	 (2011)	 notes	 that	 the	
relationships	 of	 middle-class	 families	 with	 the	 school	 tend	 to	 be	 characterised	 by	
interconnectedness,	while	relationships	for	minority	parents	or	working-class	parents	tend	to	be	
characterised	by	a	separation	between	family	and	school	life.	Such	considerations	can	serve	as	a	
















Many	models	 and	practices	of	 parental	 involvement	exist.	 For	 example,	 some	models	
(e.g.,	 Espinosa,	 1995)	 highlight	 the	 need	 to	 create	 a	 warm	 and	 welcoming	 environment	 to	
facilitate	involvement	and	to	provide	support	for	parents	and	teachers.	These	models	provide	a	
starting	 point	 for	 partnership,	 although	 they	 do	 not	 necessarily	 imply	 it.	 A	 second	 group	 of	
models	(e.g.,	Epstein,	2011;	Vincent	and	Martin,	2005)	show	that	parental	involvement	can	be	
viewed	as	a	continuum	or	as	a	typology	of	different	categories	of	involvement.		
The	 benefits	 of	 parental	 involvement	 in	 education	 have	 been	 well-established.	 For	
example,	 Jeynes	 (2005)	 demonstrated	 in	 meta-analyses,	 benefits	 of	 parental	 involvement	 in	
primary	 and	 second-level	 education	 and	 there	 is	 widespread	 agreement	 that	 parental	








child’s	 education	 (Department	 of	 Education	 and	 Science,	 2006).	 It	 suggested	 that	 parents’	
capacity	to	engage	with	education	could	depend	on	such	factors	as	their	own	educational	and	
socio-economic	background	as	well	as,	for	many,	“their	negative	experience	in	school,	illiteracy	
and	 the	 widespread	 experience	 of	 exclusion”	 (2006,	 p.	 22).	 It	 also	 suggested	 that	 Traveller	
parents	could	not	assume	that	their	children	would	be	treated	fairly	and	respectfully	in	schools.		
The	 Traveller	 Education	 Strategy	 recommended	 that	 Traveller	 parents	 should	 be	










have	 evolved	 seeking	 to	 protect	 individuals	 in	 minority	 groups	 by	 recognising	 and	 valuing	







































generally	 confident	 about	 approaching	 the	 teachers.	 In	 some	 cases,	 parents	 had	 developed	
relationships	 with	 the	 teachers	 over	 many	 years.	 They	 had	 sent	 their	 older	 children	 to	 the	
preschool,	 and	 some	 had	 even	 attended	 the	 same	 preschool	 themselves	 as	 children.	 They	
regarded	the	preschools	as	welcoming	enclaves	due	to	their	all-Traveller	nature.	Entire	families	
of	Traveller	children	attended	their	local	preschools.	In	some	instances,	mothers	and	fathers	of	
children	 attending	 a	 preschool	 had	 themselves	 attended	 the	 same	 preschool	 as	 children.	
According	to	Síle:	“The	preschool	is	there	for	25	years	...	children	have	to	go	in	and	meet	their	
own	people,	like,	members	of	the	Travelling	community	and	get	used	to	them”	(parent,	Cnocard).	








The	 familiarity	 of	 the	 teacher	 and	 the	preschool	 created	 a	 sense	of	 belonging	 for	 the	
Cuanmara	parents.	According	to	Nuala	(teacher,	Cuanmara),	“It’s	the	school	that	they	know	and	
they	 trust	me.	They	know	 their	 kids	are	 safe	with	me	because	 they	know	me.”	Sally	 (parent,	
Cuanmara)	 felt	a	 sense	of	belonging	 in	 this	preschool	and	had	built	up	a	 rapport	with	Nuala.	
Sally’s	daughter	was	attending	this	preschool	and	her	older	children	had	also	attended.	Sally	left	
school	without	literacy	skills	and	she	was	aware	of	the	cultural	and	social	differences	between	
herself	 and	 Nuala.	 She	 was	 accustomed	 to	 a	 lack	 of	 acknowledgement	 and	 respect	 for	 her	
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Lucy	 felt	welcome	 in	her	dealings	with	 the	 staff.	Having	had	a	difficult	 time	at	 school	































Parents	wanted	 Traveller	 culture	 included	 in	 the	 preschool,	 something	 that	 they	were	more	
cautious	about	in	relation	to	primary	or	second-level	schools.	They	wanted	their	children	to	see	
their	lives	reflected	there.	They	placed	themselves	central	to	this	cultural	inclusion,	volunteering	
to	 help	 or	 suggesting	 other	 Travellers	 who	 would	 be	 able	 to	 contribute.	 This	 emphasis	 on	


















our	 heads	 together	 hopefully	 and	 we	 will	 make	 charts	 with	 the	 different	



















were	 aware	 of	 the	 limitations	 of	 written	 communications	 where	 parents	 had	 poor	 literacy,	
emphasising	the	need	to	also	use	verbal	communication.	As	one	teacher	said,	“literacy	would	be	
a	big	issue	...	so	sending	out	letters	isn’t	always	the	best	medium.”	She	continued:	















they’re	doing	 their	painting,	 they	are	coming	back	 telling	 their	 stories,	 they’re	
singing	songs.	They	know	how	to	mix	in	with	the	other	children	and	being	polite...	
so	I	think	the	preschool	is	very	good	education	for	the	kids.	
Tara	 (parent,	 Avonard)	 explained	 how	 children	 develop	 and	 extend	 their	 vocabulary	 through	
activities:	
Like	their	speech,	things	they	do	...	picture	recognition	...	they	go	for	a	story	and	

















parents	 attended	on	 a	 rota	basis	 and	were	 familiar	with	 the	 school	 routines	 and	 curriculum.	
Parents	in	this	preschool	worked	with	groups	of	children	as	well	as	with	their	own	child.	In	two	







preschool	 experience	 for	 the	 children.	 Some	 teachers	 referred	 to	 the	 parents’	 own	 negative	
experiences	of	school,	and	expressed	a	belief	 that	their	presence	 in	the	classroom	could	help	
them	better	 to	understand	 the	value	of	preschool.	A	 further	benefit	mentioned	was	 that	 the	
greater	involvement	of	parents	led	to	a	better	understanding	and	awareness	of	Traveller	culture	
on	the	part	of	 the	staff,	which	 in	turn	helped	to	 inform	preschool	practice	and	resulted	 in	an	
overall	better	experience	for	the	children.		













As	 noted	 earlier,	 membership	 of	 parent	 bodies,	 even	 Boards	 of	 Management,	 does	 not	
necessarily	 imply	 opportunity	 to	 influence	 school	 policy	 (Hanafin	 and	 Lynch,	 2002).	 Parents’	
representation	 on	 the	 preschools’	 management	 structures	 and	 role	 in	 decision-making	 was	
limited.	Although	the	questionnaire	survey	indicated	that	there	were	parent	representatives	on	





Parents,	 teachers	 and	managers,	while	 supportive	 of	 the	 inclusion	of	 Traveller	 parent	












The	 situation	 in	Cnocard	evolved	with	 careful	 planning	and	 introduced	parents	 to	 the	
notion	 of	 ownership	 of	 the	 preschool.	 It	 demonstrated	 that	 parents	 could	 be	 involved	 with	
decision-making	in	relation	to	preschool.	This	preschool	created	a	space	for	parents	to	meet,	to	








valued	 their	 children’s	 learning	 and	 parents	 themselves	 were	 supported	 by	 the	 preschool	































songs	 and	 rhymes,	 understanding	 the	 need	 to	 be	 positive	 and	 supportive	 of	 their	 children’s	
learning.	Sally	said,	“I’m	proud	of	what	[my	daughter]	is	bringing	back	to	me	because	I	can	say	to	
her,	 ‘that’s	 very	good,	 you’re	doing	very	very	well.	Mommy	 is	proud	of	 you	 today.’”	 (parent,	
Seanbaile).	












































Maisie	 (parent,	 Castletown)	 stated	 that	 the	 preschool	 provided	 an	 opportunity	 for	
children	to	mix	with	others.	She	said	that	“getting	used	to	people”	was	a	useful	skill.	Hannah	















and	 ask	 parents	 to	 encourage	 children	 in	 all	 activities.”	 Teachers	 asked	 parents	 to	 work	 on	
























said	 that	 “parents	 dislike	 to	 borrow	 for	 fear	 of	 books	 damaged	 at	 home.”	 In	 this	 case	 the	
preschool	gave	out	books	and	puzzles	without	wanting	them	to	be	returned.	
Lucy	(parent,	Lisnashee)	was	asked	by	her	son’s	teacher,	Tríona,	to	work	at	home	with	
him.	 This	 had	 given	 Lucy	 an	 understanding	 of	 the	 benefit	 of	 the	 preschool	 activities	 for	 his	
development.	She	explained:	“What	I’ve	tried	to	start	now	was	to	do	more	with	his	hands	and	
his	actions	...	Tell	him	a	story,	play	with	him	and	show	him	how	to	do	things.”	Lucy	took	this	task	














In	 summary,	 Traveller	 parents	 were	 extensively	 involved	 in	 various	 ways	 with	 the	 Traveller	
preschools.	 They	 were	 active	 both	 in	 the	 school	 itself	 (with	 curricular	 and	 extra-curricular	










various	 ways,	 and	 that	 parents	 were,	 to	 a	 significant	 extent,	 willing	 to	 engage.	 Involvement	
practices	depended	to	a	large	extent	on	the	skills	and	commitment	of	individual	teachers,	on	the	
resources	available,	and	the	value	that	parents	placed	on	them.	The	practices	documented	here,	
however,	 do	 demonstrate	 that	 both	 parents	 and	 staff	 saw	 value	 in	 parental	 involvement	 in	
Traveller	 preschools.	 Teachers	 strove	 to	 create	 a	warm	 and	welcoming	 space	where	 parents	
could	be	involved,	and	parents	responded	to	the	opportunities	provided.	They	dropped	into	the	
preschools	 for	 various	 reasons	 and	 this	 gave	 them	 a	 good	 understanding	 of	 the	 value	 of	
preschool;	they	also	advocated	for	their	children	and	supported	their	learning	in	the	home.	The	








and	 the	 security	 in	 what	 they	 experienced	 as	 the	 protected	 enclave	 represented	 by	 the	
preschools.	
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